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POLICY RESPONSIVENESS TO PUBLIC OPINION

Jeff Manza and Fay Lomax Cook

ABSTRACT: The capacity of a political system to respond to the preferences of its citizens is
central to democratic theory and practice. Research and theory about the impact of public
opinion on policymaking has produced decidedly mixed views. A number of analysts find a
strong and persisting impact of public opinion on public policy. Other analysts reject the idea
that the public has consistent views at all, or even if it does, that those views exercise much
influence over policymaking. Normative aspects of the opinion/policy link are also controversial.
While some analysts have seen new mechanisms for inserting ordinary citizens’ views into policy
debates through the increasing use of polling, others decry the same processes for their potential
to encourage politicians to “pander” to the public. In this paper, we review the state-of-the-art in
the debates over the opinion-policy link in the rapidly growing body of research on polls, public
opinion, and policymaking in contemporary American politics. We think several conclusions can
reasonably be drawn. Where measured public opinion expresses a coherent mood or view on a
particular policy question (or bundle of policy questions) in a way that is recognizable by
political elites, it is more likely than not that the movement of policy will be in the direction of
public opinion. But two crucial caveats must also be entered. First, within the broad parameters
established by public opinion, politicians and policy entrepreneurs often have substantial room
to maneuver policy in detailed ways that are not visible to the public. Second, while public
opinion clearly sets important parameters on policymaking, the combination of contradictory
public views on many key policy issues and the capacity of political elites to shape or direct
citizens’ views significantly reduces the independent causal impact of public opinion.

****

INTRODUCTION

The capacity of a political system to respond to the preferences of its citizens is central

to democratic theory and practice. Yet from the beginning of democratic government until the
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advent of modern opinion polling in the 1930s, the main way that mass public opinion could be

directly measured was through elections.1 The rapid growth of opinion polling since the mid-

1930s, and the increasing use of polls and other measures of public opinion by politicians and

policymakers in recent decades, suggests that at least the potential for public opinion (as

measured in polls and surveys) to be a major factor in politics has increased dramatically. This

was certainly the optimistic hope of some of the pioneers of survey research. For example,

writing in 1940 at the dawn of the modern polling era, George Gallup suggested that soon

politicians “will be better able to represent…the general public” by avoiding “the kind of

distorted picture sent to them by telegram enthusiasts and overzealous pressure groups who

claim to speak for all the people, but actually only speak for themselves” (Gallup and Rae 1940,

p. 266; for similarly hopeful speculations about the impact of opinion polling on the operation of

government, see Truman [1945]; for a vigorous recent restatement, see Verba’s [1996] 1995

APSA presidential address.

However, a considerable body of research and theorizing about the impact of public

opinion on policymaking since Gallup’s early speculation has produced decidedly mixed views

about the possibilities.. A number of analysts find a strong and persisting impact of public

                                                
1 To be sure, other expressions of “public opinion” were visible to political actors before

poll data became available: social movements and other forms of contentious politics, interest
group activities, letters from constituents to their elected officials, petitions, editorial opinion in
newspapers and magazines, and so forth (see Zaret [2000]for examples). The rise of opinion
polling as the predominant method of assessing mass opinion (as opposed to other possible
indicators) has been subjected to plenty of critiques. See Blumer 1969 [1948], Bourdieu 1979,
Herbst 1993, and Lee 2001 for examples.
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opinion on public policy. Other analysts reject the idea that the public has consistent views at

all, or even if it does, that those views exercise much influence over policymaking. Normative

aspects of opinion/policy link are also controversial. While some analysts have seen new

mechanisms for inserting ordinary citizens’ views into policy debates through the increasing use

of polling, others decry the same processes for their potential to encourage politicians to

“pander” to the public.

The confusing state of this debate reflects a number of underlying, and often

contradictory, social and political changes of the past few decades. Among these are rapid

advancements in polling techniques and technologies, along with an ever-growing number of

public and private polls being conducted; the rapid growth of media outlets and changes in the

form and content of political reporting using poll data; and the  increasing availability of money

and other resources (such as sophisticated advice from professional political consultants)

available to political actors to strategically craft policy messages. Such institutional and

organizational changes have simultaneously increased the measurement and reporting of public

attitudes and provided political elites with new avenues to shape or direct those attitudes.

Three distinct images can be found in the existing literatures on the opinion/policy link:

those that view the effects as large, those that view them as small, insignificant, or declining; and

those that emphasize historical or institutional contingency.  Advocates of “large” effects image

view the opinion-policy link in American politics as strong, and possibly even growing over time.
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Some historical studies have found strong links between public opinion and public policy, using

both quantitative and qualitative methods. Other analysts have found evidence in case studies of

particular policy domains that key political actors have been influenced by their perceptions of

public opinion in making important decisions.

By contrast, those who insist the impact of public opinion is “small” express skepticism

about the capacity of public opinion to influence policy outcomes. For some, the very concept of

a coherent or consistent “public opinion” capable of moving legislators is itself doubtful. Others

argue that while a “public opinion” can be constructed through polls, most expressed policy

opinions are only weakly held by most citizens, and/or easily subject to manipulation by elites

(be they in government, the mass media, or business), or likely to be ignored by politicians. Polls

themselves may be used strategically by politicians and policymakers not as devices to grasp

popular opinion but rather as the means to craft legislation or policy rhetoric that will be more

appealing to the public.

Finally, a number of analysts have proposed that a “contingent” image of responsiveness

is most appropriate, one which takes as a point of departure evidence of the variation in how

opinion impacts policy outcomes over time and space. Some advocates of a contingency view

have identified differences in how public opinion operates in particular policy domains. Different

domains are varying levels of responsiveness, either because of the nature of public opinion

within the domain, or because of institutional and/or political factors that mediate the opinion-
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policy link. Other analysts have emphasized over-time variability in the degree to which public

opinion influences policy.

This paper develops an analysis of the state-of-the-art in the debates over the opinion-

policy link in the rapidly growing body of research on polls, public opinion, and policymaking in

contemporary American politics. Given the profusion of recent scholarship, this is a particularly

useful time to try to sort out what we know and what remains controversial or in need of further

research or analysis. The paper is in four parts. The first three sections dissect the social science

literatures behind the large, small, and contingent images of public opinion’s impact on

policymaking, focusing on both theoretical and empirical contributions. Part four of the paper

takes a step back to ask whether and how the different assumptions and conclusions they make

can be reconciled to advance our understanding of the opinion-policy link.

“LARGE EFFECTS” IMAGES OF THE IMPACT OF PUBLIC OPINION

In the most general sense, we can identify three distinct types of evidence and arguments

supporting the view that there is a high degree of policy responsiveness to public opinion in

American politics. The first comes from quantitatively-oriented historical studies of the effects of

either national or district majority public opinion, or changes in opinion, on policy outputs.

Most of these investigations are based on time-series analyses using elaborately constructed

measures of public opinion and legislative or executive (or in a few cases, judicial) policymaking.

The second set of arguments come from more intensive examinations of policymaking in a single,



6

or small number, of policy domains. Finally, there are a set of arguments, more commonly

asserted in journalistic treatments of American politics, which highlight the importance of the

polls and other sources of information in influencing the behavior of politicians and the output of

the political system.

General Theories of Responsiveness 

Claims that politicians and state managers, or the political system as a whole, are responsive to

public opinion ultimately rest on some version of the argument that political elites derive some

benefit from pursuing policies that are (or appear to be) in accord with the wishes of citizens

(Downs, 1957; Geer 1996; Jacobs and Shapiro 2000: chap. 1). It is also possible, of course, that

office seekers or officeholders really seek nothing more than to represent majority opinion, but

few believe today that politicians treat adhering to public opinion as an end in itself. Nonetheless,

politicians and state managers may perceive it to be in their interests to minimize the distance

between their own positions and that of the public.

Within the broad parameters of a strategic (or rational choice) interpretation, both

prospective and retrospective causal mechanisms have been advanced to account for the dynamic

of responsiveness. In the prospective model, most closely related to the intellectual tradition

associated with Anthony Downs (1957), candidates are hypothesized as striving to minimize the

distance between their issue positions and those of the “median” voter (and parties are said to
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prefer to nominate candidates who favor such positions). In two-party elections, they argue, the

winning candidate will typically be the one who manages to minimize the distance to the greatest

extent. In this way, elected officials and state managers in democratic societies will usually reflect

the preferences of citizens. Yet voters often do not actually evaluate candidates for office without

reference to previous performance (of either the incumbent candidate or his or her party).

Retrospective approaches (e.g. Fiorina 1981) extend the classical Downsian model to argue that

voters reward or punish politicians for previous policy outcomes. Here, citizens’ policy

preferences come to be reflected in policy through a more indirect path, by steering policymaking

towards or away from particular past decisions. Such arguments have also been used to explain

the decisions of legislators in office, including the anticipation of future public preferences (cf.

Fiorina 1973; Mayhew 1974; Arnold 1990).

Global Studies of Responsiveness 

A number of studies have reported high levels of general responsiveness in the American political

system to public opinion. One approach has been to investigate the characteristics of voters in

particular states or districts and the behavior (such as that reflected in roll-call votes) of

politicians and policymakers in those regions. The early work of Miller and Stokes (1963), later

characterized as a “dyadic representation” model, examined the relationship between opinions of

voters in Congressional districts and the behavior of House members while in office, reporting
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some modest (though variable) links. Other studies of constituency opinion – employing a

variety of methodological assumptions and different measures of opinion and behavior – have

extended the foundation established by Miller and Stokes, generally reporting stronger evidence

of a persisting link (see e.g. Achen 1975, 1978; Erikson 1978; Page, Shapiro, Gronke and

Rosenberg 1984; Bartels 1991; McDonough 1992).2 Analogously, a few studies have used

variation in state-level policy making to test for an opinion-policy linkage. Erikson and his

colleagues (Erikson, Wright and McIver 1989, 1993), for example, conducted a broad cross-

sectional analysis of public opinion and public policy across the 50 states, finding that states

with more liberal polities tend to get more liberal public policies (and states with more

conservative citizens get more conservative policies) across a broad range of policy domains, even

when a broad range of statistical controls are used (see also Hill and Hinton-Andersson 1995;

Hays, Esler and Hays 1996; Berry et al. 1998).

Both the constituency opinion and the state-level responsiveness studies have been

plagued, however, by questions about the nature of the causality in the opinion-policy (or

opinion-behavior) connection (Page 1994; Hill and Hinton-Andersson 1995).3 For example, these

studies typically have not addressed the possibility that political elites, or members of Congress

                                                
2  These studies evolved significantly from the original Miller and Stokes work, addressing

issues of causal inference (such as the possibility that elected officials may influence the attitudes
of their constituents), measurement error, and simultaneity bias.

3 Our discussion of these issues is especially informed by Page’s  (1994, pp. 26-27)
dissection of both lines of scholarship.
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within their districts or states, can shape or influence constituency opinion (rendering spurious

evidence of opinion impact). Further, antecedent factors may influence both citizens’ and

politicians’ attitudes. Policy feedback processes or other reciprocal institutional dynamics also

may simultaneously influence both politicians and the public.

One important response to such methodological and theoretical conundrums has been the

development of time-series analyses in which opinion measured at time t is examined in

relationship to policy output at t+1. In research on the opinion-policy link over long historical

time periods, a number of studies have found systematic evidence that policy reflects public

opinion to a large extent. The most general approach has been advanced in a series of works by

Stimson, Erikson and MacKuen (Stimson, MacKuen and Erikson 1994, 1995; Stimson 1999;

Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson forthcoming). Seeking to test the broad impact of public opinion

on policymaking, they have examined the association of historical evidence of changes in “public

mood” with the output of national legislation and Supreme Court decisions. They start from the

presumption that while citizens may not have sufficiently informed views on many of the details

of policy controversies, there is nonetheless a broad ideological mood (Stimson 1999) that shifts

over time and is visible to political elites.4 When the public mood is “liberal,” such as in the

                                                
4  Their analysis of public opinion is complex. They start from the position the public is

rarely if ever sufficiently informed about the details of any particular public policy to express
meaningful opinions. Support for “spending more” or “spending less,” for example, hardly
provide the basis for policymakers to craft legislation. But this does not mean that public opinion
has no impact on policymaking. Quite the contrary. It is through changes in the broad public
mood (and related impact on election results) that politicians come to grasp the public
preferences and they translate that into policy.
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1960s, the policy output of Congress on domestic legislation in such policy arenas shifts in a

more liberal direction, and the reverse happens in periods such as the early 1980s when the

public mood turns conservative.

Stimson, Erikson, and MacKuen have tested these propositions through a time series

analysis of public opinion and lawmaking by Congress, the President, and the Supreme Court

since the 1950s. Their modeling efforts have produced results consistent with the broad theory:

as the public mood shifts to a more liberal position, more liberal legislation is passed into law (see

especially Stimson, MacKuen and Erikson 1995). They offer two distinct interpretations of the

ways in which the elected branches of government can respond to mood changes: electoral

turnover (mood changes produce swings in the party balance in Congress or control of the

presidency); and rational anticipation (incumbents change their behavior in response to perceived

changes in mood before elections take place).5

Other researchers have also examined historical data on the opinion-policy link and found

evidence that public opinion matters. Monroe (1979) examined the links between majority

opinion toward a proposed policy change, and legislative outcomes in over 500 cases where new

policies were adopted. He found that in 63% of the cases, policy moved in the direction preferred

by majority opinion. Similar approaches have sought to develop more dynamic assessments of

the opinion-policy link by examining the relationship between changes in public opinion and

                                                
5 Their analyses suggest that the election mechanism is more important for the Senate

and the president, but for the House a rational anticipation interpretation provides a better
model.
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changes in policy. Page and Shapiro (1983) identified 357 instances of change in public opinion

on a particular issue, and measured policy developments regarding each issue one year later and

over longer periods. They found that policy changed in ways congruent with public opinion 43%

of the time, there was no change in policy in 33% of the cases, and non-congruent change in 22%.

Adjusting for policy areas where change was not possible in the direction desired by the public

and allowing for a longer time horizon, they concluded overall that in about two-thirds of the

cases where policy change occurred, it was congruent with the change in public opinion.

Finally, one of the most basic ways in which public opinion may shape policymaking

across many policy domains is when popular support for the president or the party in control of

Congress erodes. Such a negative impact of public opinion can nonetheless have a powerful

impact on policymaking. Low standing in the polls may encourage a president to drop an

unpopular proposal, or to promote new proposals which are thought to be more popular. For

example, several studies have found that presidents change policy course in response to low

approval ratings and change budget priorities accordingly (e.g. Hicks [1984] on deficit spending

and Hibbs [1987] on macroeconomic policies). The same logic applies to policy proposals within

particular policy domains. The unpopularity of proposals such as Ronald Reagan’s proposals to

dramatically scale back the federal role in financing social  programs in the early 1980s or Bill

Clinton’s proposal for a national health program in the early 1990s may be associated with their

defeat (Cook and Barrett 1992; Jacobs and Shapiro 2000).
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Studies of Specific Policy Domains 

The global studies of the impact of public opinion on policymaking are, of necessity, general

treatments that cannot examine the intricate details that shape actual policymaking within

delimited policy domains. Case studies of particular issues or domains are especially well-suited

for the latter task; researchers can take account of other politically significant factors and develop

more sophisticated models of the timing and sequencing of policy change. In this section we

consider very briefly some examples of research that endorse a “large effects” interpretation of

policy responsiveness to public opinion.6

In the case of domestic social policy, most of the studies that include public opinion (or

over-time change in public attitudes) report substantial evidence of responsiveness. Building from

Erikson et al.’s (1993) work on state liberalism and Stimson’s (1999) measures of public mood,

Fording (1997) finds that public opinion is a significant factor explaining state-level differences in

AFDC program expansion between 1962 and 1980 (cf. Hill et al. 1995; Berry et al. 1998).

Burstein’s (1998b) study of the evolution of equal employment opportunity legislation from the

1940s to the 1970s found that the crucial change making possible liberal policy breakthroughs

was the shifting racial attitudes of whites and growing acceptance of the principles of racial

                                                
6  Most studies of policy change within a single domain that have considered the role of

public opinion have generally found an impact. Reviewing the literature on case studies of the
impact of public opinion, Burstein (1998a, pp. 36-41) identifies 20 case studies published in the
past two decades, all but one of which reports a strong relationship between opinion in the policy
domain and policy output. Our discussion in this section is indebted to Burstein’s valuable review.
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equality. Jacobs (1993) found strong archival evidence that perceptions of public opinion paved

the way for the adoption of Medicare in the mid-1960s. Quirk and Hinchliffe (1998) assert that

public opinion influenced the direction of public policy in six policy domains in the 1970s and

1980s (including social security, business regulation, tax cuts, and petroleum policy), although

the precise routes through which public opinion influenced the direction of policy debates in

Congress and in the White House varied across those domains.

In foreign policy, an especially large number of studies have attempted to assess the

impact of public opinion on policy (see Bardes and Oldendick 1990; Holsti 1996; Powlick and

Katz 1998; Kull and Destler 1999; Foyle 1999; Shapiro and Jacobs 2000; Sobel 2001). Perhaps

the most widely studied question has been whether public opinion shapes defense spending. The

general finding has been that the actual level of military effort is associated with majority public

opinion (see e.g. Jencks 1985; Hartley and Russet 1992; Shapiro and Page 1994; Wlezien 1995,

1996). For example, Jencks (1985) found that the correlation between public opinion and military

spending and annual changes in spending between 1973 and 1980 was exceptionally high (r=.94).

Taking a longer view, Hartley and Russett (1992) find much smaller, but still significant and

persisting impacts of public opinion on changes in U.S. defense spending (controlling for Soviet

military spending and the size of national budget deficit) in the Cold War era between 1965 and

1990 (see also the replication of these findings, adding information about issue salience, in Jones

[1994]).  Bartels (1991) examined the sources of Congressional support for the Reagan military
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build-up, finding that district opinion exercised significant influence on congressional voting

patterns.

Although the case for an impact of public opinion on foreign policy appears well

established, because foreign and defense policies are often event- and crisis-driven, there are sharp

problems of causal inference that are not nearly so profound as with domestic policy. When a

foreign crisis changes the context within which the public views a question – such as the Soviet

invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 or Iran’s seizure of U.S. Embassy that same year – rapid changes

in public attitudes are possible. These may be associated with later changes in policy, such as the

Carter/Reagan military buildup following on the heels of the twin crises of 1979. But in such

cases it would appear that the same factors that move public opinion also move elites and the

overall direction of policymaking. In other words, the apparent correlation may be largely

spurious.

The Importance of Polling

A third set of arguments for policy responsiveness to public opinion focuses on the impact of

the vast increase in the information available to political actors about public opinion, largely

through the rapid growth of polling. Prior to the 1930s and the development of modern survey
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research, there were few direct ways to discern public attitudes on specific policy questions

(Converse 1986). Since the mid-1930s, however, and especially in recent decades, the volume and

sophistication of polling data and survey research has increased dramatically.7 Geer (1996) makes

a simple but powerful point about this historical shift: political actors are more likely to respond

to public opinion when they are confident what it is.8 He reports that while President, George

Washington had to mount his horse to ride around the countryside to talk to ordinary citizens in

an attempt to discern public opinion. Abraham Lincoln tried to understood public opinion from

reading newspapers and letters from the public. Recent presidents, however, have extremely

detailed information about citizen’s preferences (Geer 1996, chap. 1). The “public opinion

apparatus” (Jacobs and Shapiro 1995) that presidents since Kennedy have developed includes

extensive private polling operations under the direct control of the White House. The growing use

of polls by other political actors and organizations – members of Congress, interest groups,

national and state Democratic and Republican parties, and the mass media – provides further

                                                
7  Overviews of the growth and development of polling and survey research can be found

in Converse 1986 and Herbst 1993. On the growth of polling by presidents since Kennedy, see
Jacobs and Shapiro 1995. For comparative evidence, showing that the U.S. is not alone in the
growth and wide availability of polling, see Butler and Ranney 1992.

8  V.O. Key made the same point bluntly in 1961:

In an earlier day, public opinion seemed to be pictured as a mysterious vapor that
emanated from the undifferentiated citizenry and in some way or another
enveloped the apparatus of government to bring it into conformity with the
public will. These weird conceptions…passed out of style as the technique of the
sample survey permitted the determination, with some accuracy, of opinions
within the population. (Key 1961, p. 536)

This passage is quoted in Geer 1996, p. 61.
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sources of information about public attitudes.9 As Brehm (1993, p. 3) has put it, “there is hardly

an aspect of American political life untouched by polling and survey research.”

The existence of such vast information, however it is gathered and for whatever purpose,

may of its own accord produce higher levels of policy responsiveness. Geer (1996, p. 2) asserts

that “well-informed politicians behave differently than their less well-informed counterparts –

even when their motivations are the same.” His broad theoretical argument develops the claim

that greater information facilitates responsiveness by giving political leaders the capacity to make

reasoned judgements about where the public stands. Jacobs (1992, 1993) argues that although

private polling by presidents and other policymakers is used to strategically craft policy and

political rhetoric, the information from polls can nonetheless produce a “recoil effect” in which

actors alter their behavior in response to opinion.

 Many political commentators, however, have decried the growth of polls, arguing that

politicians are all too prone to simply “pander” to the public.10 For example, Arianna Huffington

(2000) has recently decried the development of “poll driven leadership” in which “modern

campaigns…are so thoroughly dominated by pollsters and consultants that there’s no oxygen left

for ideas that might challenge the status quo.” She asserts further that:

                                                
9   Some commentators have argued that the sheer magnitude of the polls and other

sources of information available about citizen preferences today have reached the point of
overload. See for example Yankelovich 1991; Wines 1994; Ornstein 1996.

10 Jacobs and Shapiro (2000, pp. 3-4) cite a number of other examples of journalistic
writing about the tendency of modern American politicians to simply cave in to public opinion.
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Today’s new poll-happy pol has replaced the old fashioned leader – one unafraid

to make difficult, unpopular decisions. If Lincoln had surrounded himself with

modern-day pollsters, he would more likely be known for something

uncontroversial – creating Secretaries’ Day, say – than for freeing the slaves…As

we march into the next century, the motto of every politician seems to be: ‘I am

their leader; I shall follow them.’” (2000, pp. 73, 77)

Concerns about excessive responsiveness have now escalated to the point where

politicians for office now often feel it necessary to contrast their ability to provide

“leadership” as compared to mere pandering to public opinion. For example, in their

announcements of their candidacies for the Presidency in 2000, both George W. Bush

(“I've learned to lead. I don't run polls to tell me what to think,”) and Bill Bradley (“I'm

more interested in leadership than polls and politics”) made such declarations.

“SMALL EFFECTS” VIEWS OF THE IMPACT OF  PUBLIC OPINION

If the different versions of the large effects view identified above represent distinctive empirical

and theoretical arguments for why and how public opinion matters, there are no shortage of

analysts who are skeptical about such conclusions. The range of such appraisals stretch from

those who dismiss the possibility of coherent public views, or that public opinion is so easily led

or manipulated by elites that it cannot constitute an independent causal factor, and/or that there
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is little direct connection between what the public thinks and what policymakers do.

General Theories of Non-Responsiveness

Two different types of assumptions generally underlie arguments that policymaking is not

responsive to public opinion. The first emphasizes broadly the autonomy of both elected

officials and bureaucrats from the mass public. If theories of responsiveness often invoke some

version of a median-voter model, models of non-responsiveness often assume that politicians can

deviate from mass preferences and get away with it. These deviations may reflect the greater

influence of activists and articulate actors, interest groups, or party and organizational interests,

or the policy and political dispositions of politicians themselves, but either can lead toward non-

responsiveness. Politicians may prefer to please activists – who provide important sources of

money and voluntary labor – over general voters who may be viewed as routinely voting for one

party or the other and can largely be taken for granted (Wright 1989; Aldrich 1995).11 Politicians

and policymakers may have their own (and often strongly held) policy preferences, and these too

may come into conflict with public opinion, thereby prompting non-responsiveness (Cohen

1997; Jacobs and Shapiro 2000, p. 19). Research on “strategic shirking” suggests a modified

version of this view, in which politicians will vote their preferences whenever they do not fear an

                                                
11  Incumbancy advantages and high – in recent years, overwhelming – reelection rates,

especially in House elections (e.g. Cox and Katz 1996), may further contribute to the sense that
the policy preferences of the mass public need necessarily govern politicians’ voting decisions.
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electoral backlash (e.g. Kau and Rubin 1993). It has also been observed that politicians have

incentives not to shift previously announced policy positions in response to changing public

opinion for fear of appearing inconsistent or untrustworthy, even at the cost of non-

responsiveness (e.g. Lott and Davids 1992).

The second assumption, related to the first, is that the policy preferences of most citizens

are either non-attitudes (in the famous formulation of Converse [1964]), or are either so weakly

held or sufficiently contradictory as to permit manipulation by elites. In this view, “public

opinion surveys present only a rough idea of what people generally think because the results are

highly sensitive to a number of factors…Polls may even create the impression of public opinion

on questions in which none actually exists” (Domhoff 1998, p. 172; see also Bourdieu 1979;

Ginsberg 1986; Herbst 1993; but cf. Converse 1996). Many analysts have also emphasized that

the flow of information from polls and surveys is hardly the unidirectional one (from mass public

to political elites) sometimes posited by advocates of the view that public opinion has large

effects. Polls and surveys can and are often used strategically, to help shape policy proposals or

frame policy rhetoric to maximize the “fit” with public opinion. And measured public opinion

may be a result, rather than a cause, of actions of policymakers.

Empirical Evidence of Non-Responsiveness 

The most basic way in which policy is likely to be non-responsive to public opinion is if there

are relatively few policies about which the public has clear and consistent views that political
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leaders might meaningfully follow. Converse’s (1964, 1970) widely-debated thesis was based on

an NES panel study in the late 1950s. He showed that most respondents did not maintain

ideologically consistent responses to repeated survey questions, and he interpreted such

seemingly random responses as reflecting “non-attitudes.” An army of assessments of

Converse’s controversial thesis has appeared over the years, but the debate it launched has

remained largely unresolved (cf. Brooks 1994). A prominent attempt to show that the changing

political environment of the late 1960s had improved the ideological and informational capacities

of citizens was advanced by Nie, Verba, and Petrocik (1976; see also Inglehart 1990, chap. 10).

But claims of declining non-attitudes prompted telling critiques on methodological grounds

(Bishop, Oldendick, and Tuchfarber 1978; Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus 1978). Other

scholarship, such as that of Smith (1989) and Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996), have found little

substantive support for the claim that voters are becoming more sophisticated.

Recent work in political psychology has suggested some reasons for measured skepticism

about the original Converse model. Theories of the “reasoning voter” have sought to show how

voters are capable of reasoning through cues and heuristics of various sorts, even in the absence

of detailed information or policy understandings (e.g. Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock 1991;

Popkin 1991; Zaller 1992). Other critics of Converse have argued that it is the ambiguities of the

questions, or the complexities of the issues, rather than non-attitudes, that produces respondent

instability (Achen 1975; Zaller and Feldman 1992). Finally, the work of Page and Shapiro (1992)
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suggest that at the aggregate level, public opinion – and most significantly, changes in aggregate

opinion over time – can be characterized as “rational” and associated in a meaningful way with

events, crises, or economic fluctuations, even if individual survey respondents are poorly

informed or ideologically inconsistent.

A different source of non-responsiveness may stem the sources of public opinion drawn

upon by politicians and policymakers. Herbst’s (1997) investigation of how state-level political

leaders “read” public opinion is especially instructive in this regard. The dominant approach of

the policy managers Herbst studied in Illinois was to examine (1) constituent letters, (2) letters to

the editors of newspapers, and (3) the positions taken by organized interest groups as ways to

gauge public opinion. Surprisingly, she finds that these three inputs were viewed by these policy

managers as “representative” of public opinion because they view the results of opinion polling

with skepticism. We know less about how national-level political elites discern public opinion,

but Powlick (1995) and Kull and Destler (1999, pp. 219-21) report evidence from separate

studies of the impact of public opinion on foreign policymaking that the primary sources drawn

upon by government officials (Powlick) and members of Congress (Kull and Destler) are the

media and the current state of Congressional opinion. To the extent that such sources of public

opinion are biased, they may lead political elites to policies not desired by the mass public.12

                                                
12 Alternative measures of public opinion need not necessarily be biased, and could, in some cases,
actually provide a more authoritative source of opinion than polls. In his forthcoming study of
opinion formation during the civil rights era (1948-1964), Taeku Lee presents a compelling case
that the content and character of letters to the president provide a more authoritative source of
rapidly changing attitudes towards race than did the opinion snapshots provided by opinion polls.
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The Manipulation of Public Opinion by Elites 

Even if the public has coherent views, it may nonetheless be the case that those views can be

either created or changed by the efforts of political or economic elites. In the formulation of

Ginsberg (1986), the rapid growth of polling reflects an attempt on the part of state managers and

political elites to channel citizen opinion and prevent the emergence of contentious politics.

Others have emphasized more modestly the extensive efforts and frequent successes of political

elites in shaping or even manipulating public opinion. As we noted in the previous section,

presidential polling operations have become an institutionalized feature of the White House over

the past 60 years, but especially since the Kennedy Administration. While these polls may be

used to gauge public opinion on a particular issue, they may often be undertaken to test the

popularity of particular political rhetoric and policy framings in advance of public presentation,

in an attempt to improve the reception of particular proposals already decided upon (Jacobs and

Shapiro 2000: chap. 2). Other organizational features of the executive branch perform similar

tasks. The White House Office of Communication engages in continual efforts to manage the

news and shape citizen perceptions in ways that are favorable to the Administration’s agenda

(Maltese 1994). Each major governmental agency has its own sophisticated public relations

operation to promote its activities, and many undertake efforts to understand public views in
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their domain.

Some research suggests that presidents may, under certain circumstances, have special

powers to shape or direct public opinion. One way this may happen is by focusing public

attention on particular social problems or policy proposals through prominent speeches and/or

careful use of the mass media (Skowronek 1993; Cohen 1997; but cf. Hill 1998).13 The power to

increase the salience of an issue can alter the impact of opinion, even if policy preferences per se

don’t change. For example, Beckett’s (1997) study of the politics of criminal justice since the

1960s demonstrates powerful effects of such presidential priming can sometimes have on public

opinion. When presidents (or presidential candidates) focus on the “crime problem” or drugs,

public concern shoots way up, and while the peak levels of concern that have been attained at

various points cannot be maintained, overall support for anti-crime or anti-drug policies has

grown in the 1980s and 1990s (even though crime rates were stagnant or falling during this

period).14

More rarely, presidents may sometimes succeed in changing public opinion itself (Page

                                                
13 The massive literature on the agenda-setting powers of the media (see e.g. Iyengar and

Kinder 1987; Bennett 1990; Baumgartner and Jones 1993; Zaller 1996) provide evidence for one
crucial mechanism which enables Presidents – with their privileged access to the media – to
manipulate public concerns.

14  For example, when George Bush launched an aggressive campaign against illegal drugs
in 1989, an astonishing 64% of respondents in September of that year told Gallup interviewers
that drugs were the most important problem facing the nation. Similar jumps in public concern
about crime followed on the heels of Richard Nixon’s 1968 presidential campaign, Ronald
Reagan’s anti-crime and war-on-drugs campaigns, and Bill Clinton’s proposal for a sweeping
crime bill in 1994.
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and Shapiro 1992, chap. 8; Cohen 1997), although such impacts are often temporary as their

opponents will inevitably challenge such opinion-shaping projects and may eventually be able to

return attitudes to the status quo. A prominent recent example of such a dynamic is Bill

Clinton’s dramatic speech in September 1993 outlining his call for a national health insurance

program, which produced a spike in popular support for a public program, followed by extensive

attacks on the Administration’s proposals which eventually reduced support for the plan (cf.

Hacker 1997; Jacobs and Shapiro 2000).

Other public actors besides Presidents attempt to shape public opinion, although their

more limited access to the mass media reduces the effectiveness of such efforts (with Governors,

Senators, and large-city mayors having the greatest opportunities, followed by lower-level elected

officials and bureaucrats). Business elites and interest groups also seek to manipulate public

opinion. Probably the broadest evidence for such manipulation by business elites can be found in

the power elite literature. Here the efforts of the business community to shape public opinion,

notably through the funding of peak business associations, think tanks, and policy organizations,

have been documented. Most closely associated with the writings of G. William Domhoff,15

                                                
15  Domhoff first introduced his power elite model in 1967, in the first edition of Who

Rules America?, and has elaborated it in a series of works since then (cf. Domhoff 1967, 1970,
1979, 1990, 1998). It is important to note that Domhoff’s model does not imply that the power
elite seeks to influence or control all decisions. There are many issues – in particular, social issues
– which may be very important in other respects but generate no particular stance among the
power elite. Second, there are issues where the power elite is internally divided, and incapable of
speaking with one voice. These divisions may arise from either clashing sectoral or firm
interests, or even occasional genuine disagreements over the direction of policy in a particular
arena. In most cases, power elite consensus is not a given, but has to be developed by the various
policy organizations and other institutions of the power elite. In this sense, Domhoff’s
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power elite analysts have argued that the orchestrated efforts of American business have broad

influence over public opinion and the making of public policy (see e.g. Domhoff 1967, 1990,

1998; Prechel 1990; Akard 1992; Ferguson 1995; Martin 2000; cf. Vogel 1989).16

Opinion-Policy Linkages Weakening? 

Finally, a number of scholars have developed a version of the pessimistic thesis that asserts that

responsiveness has declined over time. For example, Monroe (1998) and Jacobs and Shapiro

(1997) report evidence from replications of their earlier studies of the impact on opinion

(Monroe 1979; Page and Shapiro 1983) that suggests declining overall responsiveness in recent

years (see also Jacobs and Shapiro 2000).17 More sweepingly, the research of Ansolabehere,

Snyder, and Stewart (2000) reports long-term historical evidence of a variable impact of

constituency opinion and candidate’s issue and ideological positioning. They report that

ideological responsiveness was low from the 19th Century through to the 1930s, rose steadily

                                                                                                                                                            
important work in this area has straddled the “small effects” and contingent perspectives.

16 Smith (2000) has recently offered a systematic examination of power elite theories of
business influence on public opinion, and the making of public policy. His analyses suggest that
while businesses can shape public opinion through think tank advocacy and the mass media
(2000, chap. 8), for the most part this impact is fairly modest (e.g. pp. 210-13). More strikingly,
he produces evidence that business unity around policy questions frequently produces media
attention and corresponding backlashes that undermine corporate political power.

17  Monroe (1998) found that majority opinion on policy questions declined from 63% in
the 1960-79 period to 55% in the 1980-93 period. Jacobs and Shapiro (1997), in an as yet
preliminary investigation, found that policy responsiveness to public opinion in the areas of
welfare, crime, social security, and health care) fell from 67% in 1984-87 to just 36% during the
first half of Bill Clinton’s first term in office.
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from the mid-1930s through the early 1970s, but then declined into the 1990s.18 Other analysts

have suggested that the rapid expansion of money in the American political system is

undermining responsiveness by encouraging the addition of loopholes to legislation that appears

symbolically responsive, but upon closer inspection substantively at odds with public opinion

(e.g. Clawson, Neustadtl, and Weller 1998). Increasing polarization in Congress, especially with

the erosion of the Southern wing of the Democratic Party and the Northern liberal wing of the

Republican Party, has reduced opportunities for bipartisan bargaining.

“CONTINGENT” VIEWS OF THE IMPACT OF PUBLIC OPINION

If the “large” and “small” effects views represent the two major poles in the debates over the

opinion-policy link, a variety of contingent assessments standing between them have been

advanced. 19 In oft-cited passage, V.O. Key asserted in 1961 that

The anxieties of students about their inability to gauge the effects of opinion rest
on an implicit assumption that public opinion is, or in some way ought to be,
positively directive of government action. Our analyses suggest that the
relationships between government and public opinion must be pictured in varied

                                                
18 Ansolabehere et al. (2000) analyzed racial issues separately from other issues, to avoid

confounding the peculiarities of racial politics among the Southern congressional delegations
before the 1970s. The details of the story are more complicated than the simple summary here
suggests. Beginning with the New Deal, Republicans began responding to constituency opinion, as
those running in districts with higher levels of Democratic strength in their districts adopted
more “liberal” policy stances. It was not until the mid-1960s that Democratic candidates became
responsive to the level of Republican strength in their district. Responsiveness began to decline in
the mid-1970s, but more among Republicans than Democrats. We thank Stephen Ansolabehere
for making a pre-publication draft available to us.

19   Sharp’s (1999, chap. 1) thoughtful overview of the logic of contingency approaches
has informed our discussion here.
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ways…Mass opinion may set general limits, themselves subject to change over
time, within which government may act. In some instances opinion may be
permissive but not directive of specific action. In others opinion may be, if not
directive, virtually determinative of particular acts. (Key 1961, p. 97)

Key’s approach to thinking about the opinion-policy link implies a third, “contingent” view of

the opinion-policy link. The image of policy responsiveness implied by contingency approaches

sees the large or small effects view as providing a useful starting point for understanding the

impact of public opinion. Rather, contingency approaches investigate institutional and

comparative-historical variation in the opinion/policy link. In short, the views of the public may

or may not matter, depending on a number of factors unique to each political issue or

controversy.

Interviews with a representative sample of members of the House of Representatives led

Cook and Barrett (1992) to support a contingency theory of the link between the desires of the

public and Congressional responsiveness.  Depending on the particular issue, Congress members

say they are influenced very differently by what the public thinks.  For example, when asked

how he made decisions, a representative in their survey responded, “I decide based on the three

Cs: Constitution, Conscience, and Constituency.”  Further, he said that the mix between the three

factors changes depending on the issue (Cook and Barrett, 1992, p. 235).  It is perhaps this mix

that underlies similarities and differences in the degree of responsiveness of policy makers to the

public in any policy domain.

The primary evidence for a contingency model comes from comparative analyses of how
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and when opinion moves policy in different policy domains, or over time (see e.g. Sharp 1999;

Hill and Hurley 1999). There are well-established institutional reasons why responsiveness may

vary. Policymaking occurs through legislation, administrative action, or judicial decisions, and at

the national, state, and local level. Where policy gets made matters (e.g. Baumgartner and Jones

1993). Legislative bodies are subject to periodic elections, which potentially raise the stakes of

non-responsiveness. Judges often have permanent appointments and thus need not fear loss of

office. Bureaucratic officials may have more or less exposure to public opinion, depending on the

type of policy they are responsible for or the structure of their agency. Related to this, issues

where the budgetary cost of responsiveness is high may reduce the impact of public opinion in

comparison to non-monetary issues (Sharp 1999, pp. 26-27).

It is also clear that levels of salience, coherence, and intensity of citizens’ attitudes toward

particular policy issues varies widely. The salience of a particular issue for the public may matter

both for the possibility of over-time shifts in public opinion (Page and Shapiro 1992, chap. 2),

and for the likelihood that politicians will listen to the public (e.g. Jacobs 1993; Jones 1994;

Burstein 1998b). Some types of issues are more opaque to the public than others, with important

consequences. For example, Page and Shapiro (1992, p. 373) argue that manipulation of public

opinion by elites is much more common on foreign than domestic policy. One reason issue

salience matters is that the higher visibility of salient issues increases the costs to politicians of

deviating from median preferences (Geer 1996, p. 171). The distribution of attitudes may also
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matter; on an issue where attitudes are very bimodal and there is little room for compromise, such

as abortion, responsive outcomes are much more problematic than on issues where public

opinion is unimodal (e.g. Strickland and Whicker 1992).

Another set of mechanisms differentiating responsiveness in policy domains is the overall

structure of the domain (cf. Laumann and Knoke [1987] and Burstein [1991] on policy domains).

Some policy domains are thick with powerful interest groups and/or have long-established

policies in place that are more difficult (or costly) to alter. In such cases, responsiveness is likely

to be low. In other domains, especially those with new or emerging issue controversies and

devoid of well-organized interest organizations, responsiveness is likely to be greater.20 Policy

domains where social movements from below generate pressure on state managers for policy

reform may  in some cases (but not all) increase the likelihood of responsiveness (Burstein 1999).

Related to this, issues where there is a large “attentive public” can increase responsiveness (e.g.

Kingdon 1995, pp. 148-49).21 Finally, path dependent policymaking processes (Pierson 2000)

also restrict policy responsiveness, as policy outcomes at one point in time constrain what is

                                                
20  Domhoff’s (1998) observation that power elite organizations have varying degrees of

concern about different issues (ranging from intense concern on something like labor law to non-
existent concern on something like gay and lesbian rights) provides another reason to expect a
variable impact of public opinion. 

21 Concrete comparisons across policy domains unsurprisingly indicate differences in
responsiveness. For example, Sharp’s (1999) analysis of the dynamics of public opinion and
policy change on six issues (criminal justice, affirmative action, pornography, abortion, welfare,
and social security) suggests wide variation, with some policy domains such as social security and
welfare being significantly more responsive than on issues such as affirmative action or abortion.
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possible – or even likely to be considered – at later points in time (cf. Skocpol 1995). Policy

issues or entire domains without entrenched interest groups or previous policy legacies have

much greater capacities for responsiveness.

CONCLUSION

The three views of policy responsiveness to public opinion in the United States outlined in this

paper reach fundamentally different conclusions which cannot be easily reconciled. For some

analysts, the relationship between citizen’s opinions and the policy output of governments is

strong. Global studies of the opinion-policy link, as well as case studies which have included

public opinion as an explanatory variable, usually report significant effects. These findings

suggest that a pluralist model of American government may still have life, but not all advocates of

such “large effects” view of public opinion necessarily think of it as a healthy relationship for

democratic governance. If politicians gain from “pandering” to public opinion, their capacity to

exercise leadership on issues that cuts against the latest polling data is correspondingly reduced.

Proponents of both the “contingent” and “small effects” views of the impact of public

opinion on policymaking contest claims that there is a systematic association between public

opinion and policymaking. The small effects image often rests on the claim that a coherent public

opinion does not exist outside the polling context. Analysts endorsing this view sometimes also

argue that the relationship derives from either antecedent or mediating factors ignored or
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dismissed by the large effects theories. The most important of these factors is the degree to

which public opinion can be influenced by political elites, either through the strategic use of

polling and political rhetoric to change the salience of issues in the public mind or outright

changing opinion on a particular issue or package of issues. If public opinion can indeed be

influenced or even manipulated, its’ independent causal force in the political system is limited at

best.

Contingency arguments emphasize indeterminacy in the relationship, seeing some policy

questions as inherently easier to shape or control citizens’ opinions about from above than others

because of institutional factors or divergence in the nature and character of public opinion.

Variation across policy domains is also produced by the structure of interest group representaion

and the legacies of path-dependent policymaking processes. The relationship also may change

over time, introducing historical contingency into the equation.

At this point in the evolution of the scholarly debates about the policy impact of public

opinion, we think several conclusions can reasonably be drawn. Where measured public opinion

expresses a coherent mood or view on a particular policy question (or bundle of policy

questions) in a way that is recognizable by political elites, it is more likely than not that the

movement of policy will be in the direction of public opinion. Prima facie, this is a powerful

finding with important implications for the practice of small ‘d’ democracy, and one which we

believe is sustainable on the basis of the existing evidence. But two crucial caveats must also be
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entered. First, within the broad parameters established by public opinion, politicians and policy

entrepreneurs often have substantial room to maneuver policy in detailed ways that are not

visible to the public. For example, there are many different ways to reform welfare, combat the

spread of communism in less developed countries, fight crime, reduce unemployment, or address

energy shortages. As in other arenas of social life, when it comes to making policy, “the devil is

in the details.”

Second, while public opinion clearly sets important parameters on policymaking, the

combination of contradictory public views on many key policy issues and the capacity of

political elites to shape or direct citizens’ views significantly reduces the independent causal

impact of public opinion. There are two distinct components at work here. Policy questions are

inherently multi-sided, and it is frequently the case that policy and political entrepreneurs can

draw upon particular issue framings and broad ideological underpinnings that have popular

support to promote a particular policy agenda (cf. Benford and Snow 2000). In this sense, the

flow of causality is reversed: elites can “use” public opinion as a weapon of political struggle,

instead of merely responding to it. The changing institutional vortex – including the rise of the

mass media, sophisticated polling technologies and campaigning strategies, and the growing

importance of money in the political system – has simultaneously increased our capacity to

understand public opinion and made it easier for elites to manipulate or work around it. The

vexing question of how much influence citizens have over democratic governments, frequently
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asked and answered in the past, remains frustratingly elusive.
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